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ABSTRACT – Pakistan is a multilingual state with 74 languages (Siddiqui, 2019), with Urdu being its national language while 
English is its official language (Article 251 of the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan). However, the linguistic 
diversity, as per the law, has not been given proper status in Pakistan (Rahman, 2002). In the wake of Covid-19 pandemic, the 
role of medical health professionals, local police officers, media persons and educationists to create an awareness about the 
precautionary measures to fight Covid-19 among the indigenous communities in different regions of Pakistan is important. 
However, there is no practice prescribed in the law, to disseminate awareness in the local languages. Moreover, as most of the 
lexical items regarding the pandemic have been borrowed, the shift to local languages is more than challenging. In urban areas, 
indigenous communities are aware of the precautions to be taken during this pandemic as they use the mainstream languages (Ali, 
2017 & Abbasi, 2019.) However, in the rural and northern areas of Pakistan this is not so prevalent. Some language activists and 
concerned members of the community in different parts of the state took this opportunity to educate the masses and started an 
awareness campaign about coronavirus pandemic in local languages (posters in local languages and short video messages on 
social media and YouTube). Yet, linguists and community members have not been able to work with many indigenous languages, 
which Rahman (2004) lists in his study, and these speech communities urgently need the required information in their respective 
heritage languages. Such small steps by community members and NGOs in providing necessary information in local languages 
suggest that proper education in the mother tongue can protect communities in times like this. The government has to protect 
endangered and indigenous languages by an effective law-making process that actively encourages the use of local languages and 
helps provide information in their respective languages in such situations as this pandemic. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The official language policy of Pakistan states that English is 
the co-official language of Pakistan while Urdu is the national 
language and official language of Pakistan (Article 251 of the 
Islamic Republic of Pakistan) and one provincial language is 
recognized in each province as the provincial language 
(Torwali, 2014). In Pakistan the national language, Urdu has 
about 7.08 % (Census-2017) mother tongue speakers while 
according to Abbasi (2019) it is used as a second language by 
most of the speakers in Pakistan. However, as per the practice 
English language is frequently used in administrative and 
educational domains (Zaidi & Zaki, 2017). Because of power 
dimensions associated with the language; a distinctive variety 
of Pakistani English also exists that supports the elite and 
official bodies in the provinces and federal government 
(Rahman, 2006 & Rahman, 2010). Despite the Government’s 
enshrined principal in the 1973 constitution that ‘arrangements 
will be made to make Urdu as the official language within 
fifteen years’ and the Supreme Court’s verdict that Urdu shall 
be the official language and steps shall be made to replace and 
adopt Urdu in the administration domains (Haider, 2015) yet, 
such a practice is still resisted because English is used in most 
of the domains of law like amendments, bills, resolutions, 
budget drafts presented in the Parliament and Senate; cabinet 
meetings, government orders and fact finding reports; court 
judgments in the family, session, high courts, and Supreme 
Court. Only in some cases is a translation of a judgment 
available in the local language, most often in Urdu and Sindhi. 
Despite the government’s implementation plan presented in 
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the Supreme Court, yet effective measures have not been 
taken to implement Article 251 in line with Article 5 of the 
constitution.  
 
Similarly, the English language is used in the educational 
domain, where English is taught as a compulsory subject from 
Grade One to the Bachelor level. Also, the highest body of 
education in the state, Higher Education Commission (HEC) 
supports the use of English at all levels. Furthermore, Urdu is 
the second most popular medium of instruction in Pakistan, 
which is taught as a compulsory subject in government 
schools and colleges. In the provincial competitive exams, 
Urdu is also one of the compulsory subjects along with Sindhi, 
which is offered as an optional subject in the Sindh province 
(Rahman, 2002). Overall, English and Urdu are the most 
frequent languages in the education system along with 
provincial languages in the four provinces in a country which 
according to the Census (2017) and mentioned by Siddiqui 
(2019), has up to 74 languages. Sixty-six are indigenous 
languages while eight are non-indigenous. Furthermore, seven 
are institutional, seventeen are developing, thirty-nine are 
vigorous, nine are in danger and two are dying (Siddiqui, 
2019). Endangered languages in Pakistan are fighting for their 
survival because of fewer number of speakers of languages 
which include Dameli, Gawar, Balti and Ushojo, along with 
Shina and Balti which are placed on the endangered languages 
list (Ahmed, 2017). 
Census (2017) shows that Urdu is spoken by only 7.08 % of 
the people, while Punjabi (38.78), Sindhi (14.57), Pashto 
(18.24), Balochi (3.02), Saraiki (12.19), Kashmiri (0.17), 
Hindko (2.24), Brohi (1.24) and other languages (2.47) are 
spoken as their first language by different speech communities 
(Daily Pahenjiakhbar, 2019). The other languages include the 
indigenous languages which have become a victim of law and 
language policy (Rahman, 2006). Due to the dominance of 
English and Urdu, other minority languages that are not 
recognized are dying (Torwali, 2014).  
Despite all these barriers for indigenous languages, the law-
making process in the provincial governments has achieved 
some success. For instance, in the Sindh province, mother 
tongue education is given in the Sindhi language because 
Sindhi speakers enjoy high ethnolinguistic vitality (David, Ali 
& Baloch, 2017). Therefore, the Sindhi language is used in the 
administrative domain as well (Abbasi, 2019). Hence, if a 
community has a positive attitude towards its language than 
efforts can be made to let the language flourish. 
Comparatively, the province of Khyber Pakhtoon kha (KPK) 
has a multilingual solution for its education system as 
Khowar, Hindko, Saraiki and Pashto are taught at school level 
(Zaidi & Zaki, 2017). However, language activist Torwali 
(2014) states that the situation of minority languages in 
Pakistan is quite drastic ‘as the speakers of these minority 
languages regard their languages to be of no use for them to be 
able to progress in life’. Notwithstanding this attitude some 
indigenous community members are taking some initiatives 
like the teaching of the Torwali language in some of the 
schools in KPK. Similarly, the Gujarati language in Sindh 
province, is also being taught by community members. Also, 
NGOs are taking steps to create the writing system in the local 
languages, for instance, Yidgha, a language spoken in Chitral 
has recently got its writing system through the support of 
Forum for Language Initiative (FLI, 2020). Yet, many 
languages like Kalasha, Domaaki, Odaki are dying or near to 
extinction (Ahmed in Latif, 2018).  
Because the law does not facilitate education and research in 
many of the local languages with the appearance of Covid-19 
it was important to disseminate vital information regarding 
how the people, especially indigenous communities could 
keep themselves safe. Educating and reaching the indigenous 
communities in the rural areas became important as the 
indigenous communities in the urban areas, were adopting the 
mainstream language/s like Urdu which as has been 
mentioned is spoken by only 7.08% population in Pakistan 
(Ali, 2015; Abbasi, 2019; & Latif, 2018). Holistically, the 
indigenous communities think that they have to acquire Urdu 
and English or both and abandon their mother tongue in favor 
of Urdu or powerful provincial languages (Torwali, 2014).  
The pandemic introduced a new reality. The first case of 
Corona virus was reported on February 26th, 2020 in Pakistan 
and preventive measures and strict lockdown were imposed by 
the government in March 2020 when the number of cases 
increased. When it came to disseminating information about 
the virus the major issue was lack of alternative vocabulary in 
the local languages. According to Ahmed (2020), the English 
language remained the only hope, because of its vast scope 
and experience in addressing many crisis and pandemic 
situations.  
The government started to take measures to create health 
awareness among its public mainly in Urdu through 
newspapers and press conferences. However, the government 
was addressing one segment of the society -those who speak, 
read, and understand Urdu. Such messages could not be 
understood by those who did not read or write Urdu especially 
those in the rural and northern areas of Pakistan. It is not 
surprising that the Prime Minister stated that ‘he is more 
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concerned about people living in low-income houses, who 
have no awareness about this Covid-19’. (Khan in Alvi, 2020). 
However, the government did not take any measure to 
introduce a law in the Parliament or Provincial assemblies or 
seek the help of local linguists and indigenous communities to 
disseminate safe-guarding information about corona virus to 
the indigenous communities. In fact, the highest forum of law-
making beside the Parliament, the Supreme Court of Pakistan 
took a Suo-moto notice of government’s measure to combat 
coronavirus pandemic situation in Pakistan. Ironically, all the 
court proceedings and the final judgment were in English, 
despite the court’s order to use Urdu as the official language. 
(Haider, 2015). 
II. Objective  
This paper analyses the absence of effective law-making 
policies in response to Covid-19 and its impact on the 
indigenous communities, health sector, education sector, and 
policing. It discusses the steps taken by the community 
members in the different areas of Pakistan.to inform specific 
speech communities who were not able to read or understand 
the information provided in government leaflets regarding the 
pandemic. 
III. Methodology 
Secondary literature, interviews and observation were used to 
review available literature regarding the law-making policies 
and language choices in Pakistan. During Covid-19, the role of 
health professionals was highly significant, and a face-to face 
one hour interview with a Doctor working in Karachi, Sindh, 
who happens to be a member of an indigenous community 
was held to analyze the impact of official language policy on 
the health sector during Covid-19.  
As health professionals frequently use technical vocabulary, 
such lexical items were reported in local newspapers Daily 
Jang and Kawish (headlines on the front pages of the 
newspapers. Furthermore, an online session on ‘Policing in 
Covid-19’ and Suo-moto judgment document by the Supreme 
Court of Pakistan has been analyzed to highlight the 
importance of language choices. In addition, the videos made 
and uploaded on the social media by indigenous community 
members using local languages to create awareness with 
regard to Covid-19 have been analyzed. 
IV. Findings 
Covid-19 Pandemic made the role of local community 
members, local police officers, health professionals and media 
persons highly important as the government was initially 
unable to reach all the citizens in their respective mother 
tongues to inform them of steps to safeguard themselves. At 
first, the government issued necessary standard operating 
procedures (SOPs) to create awareness among the different 
indigenous communities. This information was given in Urdu 
and all the documentation was done in English. Some 
provincial governments in collaboration with WHO (World 
Health Organization), NDMA (National Disaster Management 
Authority) and Ministry of National Health Services, 
Regulations and Coordination (NHSRC) created awareness 
through advertisements on television and newspapers, 
especially local language newspapers, among people residing 
in the rural areas and the northern areas of Pakistan. However, 
no law that facilitates and promotes indigenous languages to 
create awareness among the masses against Covid-19 was 
passed in the provincial and federal legislative assemblies.  
A. Health and Law in Pandemic 
In this pandemic, the front runners in the war against Covid-19 
were the health professionals. These medical professionals 
followed the orders of the Government and advised, dealt 
with, and treated community members in different parts of 
Pakistan in a language unknown to several indigenous 
communities. During the interview with one of the 
researchers, the health professional informed that ‘the 
scientific vocabulary and explanation in the local language 
was missing and we have to use a list of  foreign words 
(borrowing) from the official language because an equivalent 
in the local language was not found, so we have to rely on the 
English terminology (DHA001).  
Some federal and provincial governments did introduce 
awareness campaigns to deal with the pandemic and 
introduced basic precautionary courses in collaboration with 
foreign institutes to deal with Covid-19. However, “the 
different courses offered were taught in English, while in 
hospitals and emergency centers, a larger segment of the 
society do not understand English’ (DHA001). As a result, 
medical health professionals, used the same explanation as 
taught in the courses while communicating with the public. 
They used a list of borrowed words because the alternative 
words in local languages were not available. Table 1 below 
shows the list of borrowed words used by the health 
professionals in explanations to Covid-19 patients. These 
words were also used by journalists in the local newspapers, 
social media, and national television.  
B. Policing and Law in Pandemic 
In a seminar on Policing in Covid-19, Abbasi (2020), IGP 
KPK; delivered an online lecture to academia and university 
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students. (Bureau of Students Tutorial Guidance/Counseling 
Services STAGS; University of Sindh, 2020)  In the lecture, 
the speaker frequently used English and Urdu.  In fact, the 
local policing terminology and the role of law enforcement 
agencies to “educate, engage and enforce” was provided in 
English. Abbasi (2020) while reflecting on the pandemic 
frequently used more English words than Urdu words. These 
words included, “operate, monitor, protect, first respondents, 
surveillance, drone cameras, video conferencing, crime, 
domestic crime, border crime, imprisonment, punishment, 
cybercrime ethical role, misconceptions and propaganda”. At 
times, an Urdu alternative could have been used like taleem, 
dekhna, jurm, hifazat krna, saza and qaid though in some cases 
there were no alternatives in Urdu. The same terms generally 
in English were then frequently used in the newspapers. 
Table 1 
Frequent Words used to Explain the Covid-19 Virus  
(Source Daily Kawish/Jang Newspaper) 
Case Hand sanitizer  Pandemic Virus  
Cough Isolation  Plastic bags Ward 
Corona  Influenza Report Yoga 
Covid-19 Immunity  Screening   
Disinfect  Kits Sample  
Disease  Laboratory  Self-isolation   
Depression  Mask Testing  
Emergency  N-95 mask Treatment   
Face mask Mobile testing Test   
Gloves Oxygen mask Ventilator   
Hand gloves  Oxygen 
cylinders 
Vaccine   
 
C. Legal Practice and Law   
The highest judicial forum in Pakistan, Supreme Court in its 
2015 judgment, regarding promotion and implementation of 
the Urdu language, emphasized the fact that in the 
‘governance of federal and provincial government, there is 
hardly any obligation for rulers to use colonial language which 
cannot be comprehended by a larger segment of the public’ 
(Haider, 2015). However, the Supreme Court in its own Suo-
Moto notice on corona-virus documented the fact that the 
‘Coronavirus (Covid-19) has spread and infected considerable 
portion of the society’ and discussed the situation about 
availability of ‘ventilators’ and ‘Personal Protective 
Equipment’ (See Supreme Court Suo-moto case judgment 
regarding government’s measure on Coronavirus pandemic, 
2020) and passed the judgment using English. Therefore, 
despite the court’s order that Urdu should be the official 
language, English appears to have been the preferred language 
in the legal fraternity  
D. Indigenous Languages and Law in Pandemic  
Despite the use of terminology and statements regarding 
Covid-19 which were made in English some positive steps 
have been taken by local community members. Community 
members along with NGOs (Viral languages & Forum for 
language initiative) in Gilgit, Baltistan and northern areas 
started a campaign to educate the people using local languages 
and social media and YouTube. Indigenous language speakers 
belonging to Kalasha (spoken in the Kalash valley of Chitral) 
Kalkoti, Khowar, Kohstani, Dameli, Shina, Burushaski, 
Yidgha (a highly endangered language, spoken in the Lotkuh 
valley of Chitral), Torwali, Pulala, and Gwaki became part of 
this initiative and made vital information about the virus and 
protection from the virus available in local languages. A 
similar practice has been followed worldwide, as Drude 
(2020) notes that Doctors of the World organization in the UK 
has translated information into 49 languages including Pashto, 
Punjabi, Sindhi and Urdu etc. So, in Pakistan, Viral languages 
and Forum for Language Initiative (FLI) has taken this step to 
make videos in the local languages and upload it on the social 
media and YouTube. In these videos, the speakers shared their 
recommendations, precautionary measures, experience and 
useful ways to avoid getting infected by Coronavirus in local 
languages. As coronavirus has direct and indirect impact on 
indigenous communities indigenous language speakers and 
Forum for Language Initiative (FLI) in collaboration with the 
Government of Pakistan have developed banners in eleven 
indigenous languages of northern Pakistan, which are being 
displayed in the local communities to create awareness among 
people (See Figure 1 in local languages and Figure 2 in 
English). 
 
Figure 1: Awareness Banners for the Protection from Covid-19  
(Source: Forum for Language Initiative) 
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Also, individual community members in Sindh, Punjab and 
KPK shared similar messages in Sindhi, Punjabi, Dhatki and 
Pashto. However, at least four speakers from the Gujarati 
community in Karachi when asked to record a message for 
awareness against the pandemic; reported that they cannot 
record a message in Gujarati because they do not know the 
technical vocabulary i.e. lexical words to record a message for 
awareness against Covid-19 pandemic. It was clear when 
analyzing the video recording shared by the NGOs and 
community members that almost all of the speakers of the 
indigenous communities frequently used the word “virus” 
although an Urdu equivalent “waba” exists.  
Overall, the findings reflect that despite awareness on the 
social media initiated by community members and NGOs, a 
large segment of indigenous language speakers in different 
parts of Pakistan are neglected (see Rahman, 2004 and 
Siddiqui, 2019). The challenges faced by the indigenous 
community members in the education, health, media, and 
policing domains are fundamental and requires the attention of 
the government and law-making institutions. Due to the 
absence of a language policy regarding local languages 
language shift and loss has occurred. However, as language 
policy and implementation cannot be changed overnight, it is 
fortunate that community members like Zubair Torwali and 
NGOs and bodies like SIL International, Viral languages and 
Forum for Language Initiative are trying to revive languages 
through music, primary education in the local languages, and 
are at this critical juncture providing vital information in a 
number of ways and forms so that such knowledge can save 
lives during this pandemic. 
 
Figure 2: Awareness Banners for the Protection from Covid-19  
(Source: Ministry of National Health Service, Regulation and 
Coordination). 
V. Conclusion: 
These examples from the law, education, medical and 
administrative domains show that there is little or no space for 
indigenous languages. Pakistan is considering a decisive 
change in the education system and efforts are being made to 
make Urdu the official language, along with the teaching of 
mother tongue in the provinces. The first step will be to name 
all the local languages in a unified government document. The 
next step is to introduce mother tongue education at the 
primary level along with Urdu and English as compulsory 
subjects. Laws take time to change. In the interim during this 
pandemic indigenous community members along with NGOs 
have started to act as intermediaries providing vital 
information in local languages for indigenous community 
members who do not know Urdu or English. 
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